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A F I N

In the summers of 2011 and 2012 I had the op-
portunity to perform pilot research with adop-
tive parents in Catalonia as I pondered a new 
long-term research project on the question of 
how language and physical difference affect who 
does and does not get to “count” as Catalan. 
For some of the parents, a belief in the power of 
culture to make their children fully Catalan co-
incided with beliefs that seemed to blend biolo-
gy and culture in explanations of difference. For 
example, several parents of adopted children of 

Chinese origin noted that their children walked 
“like Catalans” while the children of Chinese im-
migrants walked differently. When asked to ex-
plain this difference, some of the parents noted 
that walking style was a learned habit, others 
attributed it to physiological structure—even 
while noting that their own adopted daughters 
did not walk in this way. Other parents attrib-
uted their children’s personality traits to their 
country of origin—one child’s “toughness” was 
attributed to her West African origin. The aca-
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This new research project grew or-
ganically out of my first ethnographic 
project. That project began in 2002 
and resulted in my linguistic anthro-
pology doctoral dissertation Catalan 
that Doesn’t Hurt the Eyes: Linguis-
tic Display and Linguistic Regimenta-
tion in Barcelona (2006, University of 
Michigan) and several article publica-
tions. In that body of work, I try to 
understand what it means for Cata-
lan to have become a public language 
again after its exclusion from the pub-
lic realm during the Franco dictator-
ship. I argue that while in many ways, 
Catalan is now seen as a neutral public 
language available for all to use, many 
still see it as a language with strong 
ethnonational ties. 

My interest in adoption began when 
participants in my first study as well 
as other friends and acquaintances 
in Catalonia began to adopt children 
from abroad. I realized that I was wit-
nessing a major social phenomenon…
and one that would permit me to con-

demic success of girls of Chinese origin 
was attributed to genetic cum cultural 
inheritance. 

These assessments are reminis-
cent of the “culture and personality” 
tradition—now discredited—in early 
American anthropology, in which each 
society was thought to follow a pattern 
of behavior similar to a “personality” 
in an individual. These examples show 
that parents are clearly grappling with 
the relationship between biology and 
culture and struggling with how to talk 
about it. These challenges resonate 
with—and may go beyond—writings 
about the racialization of culture in Eu-
rope in the last twenty years. My de-
tailed ethnographic approach will per-
mit me to describe the contours and 
functions of common scripts about 
physical difference in Catalonia. More-
over it will allow me to uncover the 
ways in which parents and children fol-
low, challenge or rewrite these scripts 
as they face the question of whether 
and how to become Catalan. 

Escada

El tratamiento 
desde un enfoque relacional
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by observing immigrant and adopted 
children across a number of settings. 
Further, by comparing immigrant and 
adopted children, I am able to focus 
not only on children in isolation, but 
also on the ways in which children’s fa-
milial relationships affect their status 
as Catalans.

Anthropologists have recently fo-
cused on adoption as a window on 
processes of relatedness and belong-
ing. As Briggs and Marre point out, 
international adoption is “a stratified 
form of assisted reproduction,” not-

their Catalan-ness questioned, and in 
which might they themselves choose 
not to be Catalan? 

 Thinking about Immigration, 
Adoption and Racialization 

“Race”—defined as the belief that cul-
tural groups are bounded by shared 
genetic or physical traits—has nev-
er been a main component of defini-
tions of Catalan-ness. Rather, being 
Catalan has been equated with speak-
ing Catalan, a tie that appears to be 
loosening as Catalan gains ground as 
a more “neutral” public language that 
is available to people other than eth-
nic Catalans. Research on immigrants 
in Catalonia has tended to focus on 
school settings. Scholars working in 
such contexts have documented im-
migrants’ reluctance to speak Cata-
lan and adopt a Catalan identity. An-
other line of research explores insti-
tutional policy favoring or disfavoring 
the integration of immigrant children. 
My research expands these studies 

tinue to ponder the Catalan language. 
If Catalan is a public language and 
Catalan is an identity available to all, 
children adopted by Catalan families 
should have the same opportunity to 
“become Catalan” as children born to 
Catalan families. I decided to develop 
a research project that would test this 
question. 

The fact that the boom in inter-
national adoption coincided with the 
boom in immigration—often from the 
same countries—allows me to tease 
apart several variables: place of ori-
gin, physical appearance, and home 
language. Therefore, I have devised 
a four-way comparison among non-
European international adoptees, Eu-
ropean international adoptees, immi-
grants and locally born and raised chil-
dren. Is speaking Catalan enough for 
children whose physical appearance 
may differ from that of other Catalan 
speakers to be accepted as Catalan? 
Through what processes can they be-
come Catalan? In which situations is 

Familia colores
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tion. This project combines these foci, 
taking Catalonia as a case in point for 
examining the current constellation of 
meanings surrounding language, phys-
ical difference and citizenship, which 
have shifted over time with WWII, de-
colonization, EU integration and finally 
the current European financial crisis. 

Studying Racialization, Language 
and Belonging in Barcelona 

For initial clues to whether the study 
children become Catalan in differ-
ent ways and to different degrees, I 
will analyze explicit commentary by 
children, teachers, peers and family 
members about the Catalan language 
and Catalan-ness, from both conver-
sational and interview data. I predict 
that explicit talk about the Catalan lan-
guage and Catalan-ness will be inclu-
sive, a finding that would be consistent 
with public discourse, which tends to be 
explicitly anti-racist. Parents in my pi-
lot study often made direct claims that 
their adopted children were not victims 

topic to which the adoption literature 
has paid little attention.

While “race” as a biological catego-
ry has long been discredited, by the 
early 1990s, scholars were noting the 
presence in Europe of an exclusionary 
rhetoric founded on the belief in in-
surmountable differences in “culture” 
and the supposed universal human 
propensity for ethnocentrism—judging 
another cultural group according to the 
norms of one’s own group. Because this 
perspective treats culture as immuta-
bly mapped onto groups with shared 
genetic or physical traits, this belief 
may simply be a new way of arguing 
for racial difference (a.k.a., “racializa-
tion”). My project examines language, 
the cultural feature that—alongside 
religion—has most commonly been 
racialized—that is, seen as an inher-
ent feature of particular groups oth-
erwise defined by genetic or physical 
traits. While linguistic anthropologists 
have studied racialization in immigra-
tion, they have not focused on adop-

Imitando um leao

ing that post-colonial inequalities of-
ten cause some (formerly colonized) 
countries to be “senders” of both mi-
grants and adoptees to certain (former 
colonizing) countries.  My study exam-
ines experiences of children from mul-
tiple countries of origin, taking into ac-
count the possible effects of the differ-
ent historical and current relationships 
between these countries and Spain. I 
then juxtapose questions of physical 
difference with those of language, a 



AFIN nº 62

p.  5

AFIN nº 63

p.  5

of racism, but then went on to reveal 
subtle ways in which their children were 
indeed excluded. For example, one par-
ent of a girl adopted from China told me 
that her daughter was fully accepted 
by her peers and had good friends at 
school. Later in our conversation, how-
ever, she mentioned that her daughter 
was generally excluded from her friends’ 
birthday parties. 

I anticipate that implicit clues in 
talk—such as in the above example—
will reveal that the three sets of chil-
dren not born to Catalan families do 
not have equal opportunities to “be-
come Catalans.” The whiteness of Eu-
ropean adoptees will likely enable them 
to count as Catalan, if they come from 
Catalan-speaking families. The non-Eu-
ropean adoptees are likely to be consid-
ered Catalan in their school and family 
environments yet have their Catalan-
ness questioned when they venture 
out of their daily settings (although the 
example of the girl excluded from her 
friends’ birthday parties may suggest 

Mesa da cozinha

that adopted children may not even be-
long to their school groups). The immi-
grant children are likely to be excluded 
from being “Catalan,” because neither 
do they have European appearances, 
nor do they come from Catalan-speak-
ing families. Because school takes place 
in Catalan, these children will have 
command of Catalan but may not get 
to count as Catalan people. Instances 
in which speakers choose not to speak 
Catalan with these children, or in which 
the children themselves choose not to 
speak Catalan, or instances of sub-
tle—or not so subtle—social exclusion, 
would support this finding. My previ-
ous research on Catalan’s re-emer-
gence as a public language will allow 
me to contextualize my findings about 
language, racialization and belonging 
within a broader understanding of the 
social life of the language. 

Understanding underlying beliefs 
about who belongs is pressing in the 
current economic climate, in which 
many view immigration as a finan-

cial drain and in which Catalonia con-
templates independence from Spain. In 
examining adoption and immigration—
processes in which national identification 
cannot be taken for granted—scholars 
can learn about the nature of belonging 
and its relationship to language. Moreo-
ver, this original project will contribute to 
cross-disciplinary discussions about lan-
guage and physical appearance as mark-
ers of difference in Europe. Finally, this 
research has implications for policy and 
the fields dedicated to the wellbeing of 
immigrants and adoptees.
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Briggs, Laura (2012)

Somebody’s Children: The 

Politics of Transracial and 

Transnational Adoption

Durham: Duke University Press

In Somebody’s Children, Laura Briggs exami-
nes the social and cultural forces—poverty, 
racism, economic inequality, and political 
violence—that have shaped transracial and 
transnational adoption in the United States 
during the second half of the twentieth cen-
tury and the first decade of the twenty-first. 
Focusing particularly on the experiences of 
those who have lost their children to adopti-
on, Briggs analyzes the circumstances under 
which African American and Native mothers 
in the United States and indigenous and poor 
women in Latin America have felt pressed to 
give up their children for adoption or have lost 
them involuntarily.
 

Leinaweaver, Jessaca (2013)
Adoptive Migration: Raising 
Latinos in Spain
Durham: Duke University Press

Spain has one of the highest per capita inter-
national adoption rates in the world. Interna-
tionally adopted kids are coming from many of 
the same countries as do the many immigrants 
who are radically transforming Spain’s demo-
graphics. Based on interviews with adoptive 
families, migrant families, and adoption pro-
fessionals, Jessaca B. Leinaweaver examines 
the experiences of Latin American children 
adopted into a rapidly multiculturalizing soci-
ety. She focuses on Peruvian adoptees and im-
migrants in Madrid, but her conclusions apply 
more broadly, to any pairing of adoptees and 
migrants from the same country. 

Yngvesson, Barbara (2010) 

Belonging in an Adopted 

World: Race, Identity, and 

Transnational Adoption 

Chicago: The University of 

Chicago Press

Since the early 1990s, transnational adopti-
ons have increased at an astonishing rate, not 
only in the United States, but worldwide. In 
Belonging in an Adopted World, Barbara Yng-
vesson offers a penetrating exploration of the 
consequences and implications of this unpre-
cedented movement of children, usually from 
poor nations to the affluent West. Yngvesson 
illuminates how the politics of adoption policy 
has profoundly affected the families, nations, 
and children involved in this new form of soci-
al and economic migration.

FURTHER READING

https://www.dukeupress.edu/Somebodys-Children/index-viewby=title.html
https://www.dukeupress.edu/Somebodys-Children/index-viewby=title.html
https://www.dukeupress.edu/Somebodys-Children/index-viewby=title.html
https://www.dukeupress.edu/Adoptive-Migration
https://www.dukeupress.edu/Adoptive-Migration
http://www.press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/B/bo8540253.html
http://www.press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/B/bo8540253.html
http://www.press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/B/bo8540253.html
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Goldstein, 

L. (2011) 

Somewhere 

between 

Documentary 

Canada 88 min. 

This film tells the intimate stories of 
four teenaged girls. They live in dif-
ferent parts of the US, in different 
kinds of families and are united by 
one thing: all four were adopted from 
China. These strong young women 
allow us to grasp what it is like to 
come-of-age in today’s America as 
transracial adopted. At the same 
time, we see them as typical Ameri-
can teenagers doing what teenagers 
everywhere do... struggling to make 
sense of their lives. And with great 
honesty and courage, these four girls 
open their hearts to experience love, 
compassion, and self-acceptance.

Wang-Breal, S. 

(2010) 

Wo Ai Ni (I Love 

You) Mommy

Documentary

USA. 77 min.

In 2007 Donna and Jeff Sadowsky 
of Long Island, New York submitted 
their dossier to adopt eight-year old 
Fang Sui Yong from Guangzhou, Chi-
na. From the very first moment Sui 
Yong meets her new mother, Donna, 
we get a real sense of the emotional 
confusion and loss Sui Yong experi-
ences, as adoption workers translate 
their first words of communication. 
This day will change Sui Yong’s life, 
forever. As she struggles to survive in 
this new world, we witness her trans-
form into a lively, outspoken Ameri-
can. In a sense, she’s the same girl 
Donna met in Guangzhou all those 
months ago – and yet she’s utterly 
different.

Bertelsen, P. & Chevigny, K. (2001) 

Outside Looking In: 

Transracial Adoption in America 

USA  60 min.

Outside Looking In brings personal 
insight and a critical lens to 
transracial adoption, looking at three 
families facing the challenges of 
adopting children across racial lines. 
It supplies a voice to those directly 
affected by adoption policies and 
explores larger topics facing our 
society: race, family, and identity. 
The film examined transracial 
adoption in America and won a 
Paul Robeson Award. By acting as 
a mentor and advocate for adopted 
and foster youth, Bertelsen’s work 
with families and adoption extends 
beyond film.

Opper, N (2009) 

Off and Running 

Documentary 

USA 76 min.

With white Jewish lesbians for 
parents and two adopted brothers 
—one mixed-race and one Korean—, 
Brooklyn Avery grew up in a unique 
and loving household. But when her 
curiosity about her African-American 
roots grows, she decides to contact 
her birth mother. This choice propels 
Avery into her own complicated 
exploration of race, identity, and 
family that threatens to distance 
her from the parents she’s always 
known. When Avery decides to pick 
up the pieces of her life and make 
sense of her identity, the results are 
inspiring.

!

FURTHER VIEWING
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10:00 -12:00: 9th Session 
ON CARE, FAMILIES, KINSHIP and public 
policies

Dolors Comas D’Argemir. PhD Social 
Anthropology. University Rovira i Virgili. AFIN 
Research Group.
Anne Cadoret. PhD Social Anthropology. CNRS-
Cerlis (retired researcher), AFIN Research Group. 
Rossana Di Silvio. Psychologist, Psychotherapist 
and Social Anthropologist. ASL Milano 1 and 
University Milano-Bicocca.
Tomasa Báñez. PhD Social Anthropology. University 
of Barcelona. AFIN Research Group.

Moderator: 
José Ángel Giménez ALVIRA. Psychologist and 
adoptive father. 

12:00-13:00. 10th Session
Post adoption contact and openness: 
THE POINT OF VIEW OF THE children, 
adoptive parents, and birth relatives

Beth Neil. Director of Research of the Centre for 
Research on Children and Families, University of East 
Anglia. 

Moderator: 
ASSUMPTA RIGOL PhD Social Anthropology. 
University of Barcelona. AFIN Research Group.

13:00-14:30: Lunch Break

14:30-15:30: 11th Session
COMMUNICATIONS

09:30-10:30: 16th Session
DEALING WITH THE DIFFICULTIES RELATED 
TO FASD
Diane Black. Medical PhD, adoptive mother of three 
children with FASD and president of the European 
FASD Alliance.

Moderator:  
Natàlia Barcons. PhD Clinical Psychology, 
Researcher of AFIN Research Group and Coordinator 
of AFIN Services Centre.

10:30-12:30: 17th Session
ON HEALTH AND DISEASE, NORMAL AND 
ABNORMAL, ORDERS AND disORDERS

Natàlia Barcons. PhD Clinical Psychology, 
Researcher of AFIN Research Group and Coordinator 
of AFIN Services Centre.
Assumpta Rigol. PhD Social Anthropology. 
University of Barcelona. AFIN Research Group.
YangPing Liao. Economist & Social Anthropologist 
PhD candidate. Autonomous University of Barcelona. 
AFIN Research Group.
INMACULADA GONZÁLEZ VIEJO y VICTORIA PUEYO. 
Medical PhD. Paediatric Ophthalmology Service of 
University Hospital Miguel Servet.

Moderator:  
Manuel de Santiago. ESocial educator. Adoption 
Service, Instituto Aragonés de Servicios Sociales.

12:30-13:30: 18th Session
“new” fatherhoods

Xavier Roigé. PhD Social Anthropology. University 
of Barcelona.  

Moderator: 
PAOLA GALBANY. PhD Social Anthropology. 
Autonomous University of Barcelona. AFIN Research 
Group.

13:30-14:00
Closing session

Dolors Comas D’Argemir. PhD Social 
Anthropology. University Rovira i Virgili. AFIN 
Research Group.

http://www.lshtm.ac.uk/aboutus/people/abrines-jaume.neus
http://lazaropsicopedagogia.wix.com/index
http://www.afada.org
http://grupsderecerca.uab.cat/afin/content/assumpta-rigol
http://grupsderecerca.uab.cat/afin/content/paola-galbany-estragu�s

